Introduction 17
In the era of austerity, considerable public and political attention has focussed on social security 18 expenditure, and as a consequence much has been said about the nature and causes of poverty 19 alongside remedies necessary to reduce the levels of relative deprivation in contemporary Britain. 20 These discussions have been dominated by behavioural explanations of poverty, as well as the 21 hostility directed from politicians and the media towards those living on low income. Marginalised in 22 these debates, the voices of the 'poor' rarely feature; rather the 'poor' are constructed as 'other', 23 distinct from mainstream society with alternate value systems and distinct behavioural patterns. 24
This said, people living on low income are neither insulated from these discourses, nor passive 25 subjects, rather they are acutely aware of the ways they might be viewed by others, and in varying 26 circumstances they are required to engage with, respond to, as well as to circumnavigate the 27 stigmatising implications of this discourse. 28
Given the currency afforded to notions, such as 'welfare dependency' and the 'intergenerational 29 transmission of worklessness', our starting point for this analysis is to consider behavioural 30 discourses that currently dominate policy debates as hegemonic. Our interest here lies in the ways 31 that as hegemonic discourse, behavioural explanations of poverty both shape the practices, 32 attitudes and language of people experiencing poverty, but are also actively resisted and rejected. 33
To paraphrase Lears (1985: 571) , behavioural explanations of poverty as hegemonic discourses 34 should be considered to invoke 'a complex mental state...a 'contradictory consciousness' mixing 35 approbation and apathy, resistance and resignation'. Thus, 'contradictory consciousness' allows us 36 to consider and to make some sense of the complex and contradictory responses that those on low 37 income hold towards the many stigmatising and pejorative connotations of these discourses. We 38 hope to shed some light on the ways in which the same participants might reject aspects of 39 behavioural discourses in relation to their own lives, whilst simultaneously drawing on these 40 explanations to inform the criteria by which they judge others, as well as to critique themselves in 41 particular circumstances. 42
This paper draws on data from the project Life on a Low Income in Austere Times which was part of 43 the ESRC funded study Poverty and Social Exclusion in the United Kingdom (PSE UK). i The project 44 collected 62 testimonies from a range of people experiencing poverty in England and Scotland. We 45 explore how these individualised narratives informed participants' understanding of their own 46 situations, shaped their relationships and attitudes to others, and impacted upon their own sense of 47 self. Data presented in the paper was collected through semi-structured interviews in 48
Gloucestershire (n=21), Glasgow (n=23) and Birmingham (n=18), during 2012-2013, as recession 49 gave way to the initial throes of austerity. Recruitment for the study was facilitated through 50 community and voluntary organizations working with people living on a low income in the three 51 fieldwork areas, all participants completed a screening questionnaire to ensure suitability for the 52 study. A purposive heterogeneous sample was designed in order to capture a variety of perspectives 53 from different low income groups, reflecting standpoints according to gender, age and ethnicity
ii .
54
The majority of participants (n=53) were not in paid work for a variety of reasons, due to caring 55 roles, unemployment, illness or retirement. Nevertheless all participants, with the exception of one, 56 had some experience of full time paid and many had extensive work histories, almost predominantly 57 in low paid jobs, with a few having worked in relatively well paid skilled manual jobs. A thematic 58 framework analysis was used to identify the impacts of current behavioural discourses on our 59 participants as well as their adaptive responses to these stigmatising narratives. 60 These messages appear to also shape public attitudes to disability benefits, with the study focus 136 groups reporting the perceived rate of fraud to be higher than it is in reality. As Briant et al (2012: 4) 137 observed 'participants justified these claims by reference to articles they had read in newspapers'. 138
The point is our participants exist in a world where empathy for those experiencing poverty has been 139 steadily eroded over 30 years, with the recent recession and the onset of austerity serving to further 140 intensify these processes ( Given the intensity and pejorative nature of much of the rhetoric that has dominated both political 145 and public discussions of poverty, how do people experiencing poverty understand their own 146 biographies when afforded the opportunity to author these for themselves? Few participants 147 elected to frame their accounts wholly in line with behavioural discourses. For those who did, they 148 explained that they had 'messed up' their lives, often as a result of self-destructive behaviour such 149 as drug and alcohol addiction, or, involvement in criminal activity. Thus, their pathways into poverty 150 were framed in terms of 'personal failure' and these participants volunteered that they felt they 151
were personally responsible for their plight. However, as the following quote demonstrates, whilst 152 these participants were all too aware of their own limitations, they were also often able to reflect on 153 the contextual factors (traumatic life events, bereavement etc) that influenced their actions: 154 As the above quote suggests, those who located their current situations in the context of past errors, 176 also emphasised that their lives were 'back on track' as they either had made steps to return to work 177 or had already re-entered the labour market (see also Dean, 2003 Given the level of competition for jobs at this point, many of our participants who were already 225 vulnerable within the labour market due to personal histories, for example, criminal convictions, 226 interrupted work histories, or holding little relevant work experience, acknowledged this had 227 compromised their search to secure full time paid work. For many excluded from the labour market, 228 the transition back into work was often frustrated by the inflexible nature of employers' 229 requirements and the form paid work currently takes. As our participants recognised, the 230 contemporary labour market is often unable to provide work that is suited to particular groups' 231 needs so that people with long term health problems, disabilities, or drug and alcohol addictions are 232 likely to be permanently excluded (Scharf et al., 2002) . Most commonly, as identified in previous 233 studies (Crisp et al., 2009) , the lack of flexible working arrangements combined with the expense of 234 childcare, were widely cited as key factors in participants' continued exclusion from paid work, 235 particularly for lone parents. 236
Our participants also suggested that current wage levels either served to exclude them from the 237 labour market by pricing them out of some jobs, or alternatively, if they worked in the low paid 238 sector, the inability to escape low pay was a key factor explaining their current situation. Many 239 participants suggested that low waged work does not pay a 'living wage' capable of meeting the 240 costs of private rented accommodation, rising food prices, rising heating costs and transport (Crisp 241 et al., 2009 ). Thus many participants who were unemployed and actively seeking work reported 242 being forced to calculate whether they could afford to return to work: 243 'I have gone out and looked for work, but the money that they are offering would just throw 244 me into debt, it wouldn't cover my rent is £450 a month, that is just my rent, the water people 245 they want £1000 a year, council tax whatever that is, and we haven't started living yet, at the 246 moment as we speak my gas is £600 a year, because it is £50 a month, the same as my electric.
247
(Lone Parent, Female, Birmingham) 248 249
Whilst many of our participants expressed an overwhelming desire to return to paid work, they also 250 feared the financial consequences. The transition from welfare benefits to paid work represents a 251 significant risk with potentially dire consequences for people living on meagre household budgets, so 252 that welfare benefits become a 'life raft' to which individuals are forced to cling (Daly and Leonard, 253 2002 ). An important distinction must be drawn here between the political rhetoric surrounding the 254 'benefits trap' and our participants' emphasis on the problem of a 'low wage' economy. 255
For those participants in full time paid work, competition for jobs had frustrated their attempts to 256 escape low paid and insecure jobs. Thus, the opportunities to move up the 'career' ladder into more 257 secure, better paid work with improved conditions were circumscribed: 258 ' The company I left, before I came to this one. I tried to get a job, I phoned up about a job it 259 was just a delivery driver, it was just in the Job Centre the day before and I rang up and said to Thus many of our participants viewed the low paid sector as providing unrewarding and insecure 266 work, with little opportunity to acquire skills and to progress into better paid jobs, and this served to 267
explain not only their current position, but also prevented them from escaping in-work poverty. 268
Finally, many of our participants discussed the ways that the deprivations they experienced had 269 intensified as a result of macro-economic trends. More specifically, they suggested that were caught 270 at the 'sharp end' of two converging trends, namely falling/stagnating incomes and the rising cost of 271 living: 272 ' Things have always been hard, but since January of this year, it has not been hard it has been 273 impossible, absolutely impossible, I don't know how people survive...it's all benefits, the 274 money has stayed the same, but the cost of living has gone out of the roof.' Previous studies have indicated the difficulties that participants have had connecting their 283 immediate circumstances to broader structural contexts that might be prompted by 'false 284 consciousness' (Beresford and Croft, 1995) . Yet this was not the case for the majority of our 285 participants whose testimonies framed their own lives within a narrative of external constraints -286 although, we must remain alive to the fact this may be a product of the point in time when these 287 testimonies were collected. Neither is it surprising that given the stigma attributed to aspects of life 288 on a low income, we might find that participants make strenuous efforts to demarcate themselves 289 as being poor as a consequence of 'misfortunate events' rather than their circumstances resulting 290 from personal failings. Ultimately our participants wrestled with these conflicting explanations and 291 accompanying emotions. 292
293

Behavioural Discourse and the Permission to 'Denigrate': The Wrath of 'Mainstream' Society 294
To what extent has the intensification of political rhetoric and hardening public attitudes impacted 295 the daily lives of our participants? Our participants' testimonies revealed the varying instances of 296 disrespect that they encountered in their daily lives, and the ways they are spoken to and treated as 297 citizens of 'unequal worth' (Lister, 2003) . It was clear that many perceived these experiences to have 298 intensified as a result of the stigmatising representation of poverty in public and media discourses in 299 the context of recession and austerity. These testimonies alluded to a 'perfect storm', whereby the 300 pejorative images and stigmatising features of behavioural discourses that dominated political 301 debates at this time, circulated in the news media, as well as television shows such as the 'Secret 302
Millionaire' and 'Jeremy Kyle', had penetrated the public conscience. Some of our participants noted 303 that this coverage appeared to legitimise public denigration of the perceived lifestyles of people 304 living on low incomes: 305 'I think it is gradually getting worse and worse. For example, the Universal Credit and stuff 306 coming in, it has given the public who don't understand the benefits system the pedestal to Many of our participants' testimonies referred to instances of disrespect that they were subject to, 313 which appear to be framed by political rhetoric of 'fairness' and the 'workers vs shirkers' dichotomy. 314
The traction this rhetoric appears to gain lies in the pressures and insecurities that impacted many 315 sections of society and the 'restraint' and 'sacrifice' brought to bear on working households, which Whilst behavioural discourses seek to label the 'poor' as 'other', set apart from mainstream society 331 as a result of allegedly dysfunctional values, attitudes and behaviour, it appears that the 'workers vs 332 shirkers' dichotomy has had a particularly insidious impact on wider social relationships. Our 333 participants' testimonies suggest that political rhetoric has served to pit neighbours and 334 communities in opposition to one another, creating an environment of intolerance, 335 misunderstanding and hostility (Shildrick and Macdonald, 2013) . 336
Internalising Behavioural Discourses: Self Loathing 338
Our participants understood that when behavioural explanations are uttered publicly and 339 rearticulated in daily interactions that essentially they are being talked about. Whilst they might 340 reject these ideas as an explanatory framework for their own circumstances, they remained acutely 341 aware that others might perceive them in these terms. This evoked a range of conflicting emotions 342 for our participants, including anger and frustration at being thought of as 'lazy' or 'not 343 contributing': 344 'When you hear the way that people experiencing low income on T.V. are represented, how 345 does that make you feel?' (Interviewer)
346
'I don't really watch any of it because I get irritated and angry, so I don't bother seeing any of 347 it' (Lone Parent, Female, Gloucester)
348 349
Yet, it is difficult to remain permanently angry or to isolate yourself entirely from pejorative 350 messages. All participants talked about how they internalised these messages and the ways in which 351 they informed the criteria by which participants' self-evaluate. As with Sennett and Cobb's (1972) classic study that documented the hidden injuries of social class; 372 the very same participants who recognised the determining structural contexts that shaped their 373 lives, also adopted features of behavioural discourses to conclude their financial situation to be a 374 signifier of personal failure. Thus, the quotes above make reference to societal judgements about 375 'something for nothing', 'scrounging' -that served to shape participants' views of their self-worth. 376
Particularly injurious, as the final quote illustrates, is the shift from 'contributor' to 'shirker', as 377 participants are forced to wrestle with the identities that they might have once constructed and 378 applied to the 'other'. However, these participants may now apply this label to themselves to further 379 compound feelings of failure that accompanied their initial loss of status. 380
Adaptive Responses to Behavioural Discourses: Avoiding the Stigma of the 'Other' 381
Although our participants appeared to internalise aspects of behavioural discourses, given the 382 negative connotations associated with poverty, few were willing to unambiguously self-identify as 383 'poor'. As Lister (2003: 151) observes, given the stigma associated with poverty 'a person is unlikely 384 to want to own it publicly'. Many participants went to considerable lengths to distance themselves 385 from 'the poor' (Shildrick and Macdonald, 2013 with which they take hold in the public consciousness. Thus, their power lies in their imprecision; 456 this fluidity of meaning ensures that ideas are rearticulated with some ease in a host of different 457 circumstances. For many living on the margins of social inclusion, the labels 'undeserving' or 458 'feckless' must therefore be avoided at all costs, if they are to circumnavigate the most corrosive 459 aspects of these discourses for their own perception of self worth. Yet, the distancing and 460 demarcation strategies available to our participants partly serve to lend currency to these ideas 461 insofar as they contribute to wider 'common sense' positions concerning 'the poor' as distinct and 462 different from mainstream society in terms of social norms, values, and behaviours. Through this 463 process, behavioural discourses are framed by the lived experiences of low income, so that these 464 ideas are granted a spurious authenticity through the voices of 'the poor' themselves. 465
This would be a fairly pessimistic note on which to conclude, particularly as possibilities exist to 466 contest behavioural explanations in their current form. It is important to remind ourselves that, as 467 hegemonic discourses, behavioural explanations require constant renewal to ensure their 468 continuation. It is clear from the testimonies of our participants that when the claims of behavioural 469 discourses are contrasted to the reality of low income that these accounts unravel. Thus, 470 behavioural discourses have been successfully contested, as the extent of in work poverty in the UK 471 has been revealed, that has in particular contexts begun to destabilise the rhetoric of 'worklessness' 472 as a pathway into poverty. Similarly evidence from the recent analysis of the British Social Attitudes 473 Survey (Pearce and Taylor, 2013) demonstrates a softening in attitudes towards the unemployed -474 which might point to the weakening of the hegemony of current behavioural discourses. It is the 475 responsibility of critical academics to exploit these opportunities; to promote alternative causal 476 models that offer readily accessible connections between the lived reality of poverty that people 477 observe in their daily lives as 'structural symptoms', and in doing so making clear the connections 478 between 'zero hours contracts, 'low pay', 'rising prices' to the current configurations of capitalist 479
relations. Only then might we begin to make significant in roads into the behavioural hegemony 480 surrounding poverty and to redress its insidious and divisive impacts. 481 482 483
